404         MONEY, FINANCE, AND BANKING FROM THE

constant. But this assumption collapses when it is discovered
that the cheapening of the less valuable of the two metals,
combined with the ever increasing volume of commodity traffic,
made the sheer weight and bulk of the silver currency a nuisance
to its users in all but moderately small transactions. It was gener-
ally agreed, even before the opening of the American mines,
that gold was the currency specially suited to the merchants3
calling, and3 though this was not true without qualification,
gold certainly tended from the fourteenth century onwards to
play an increasingly important part in mercantile transactions.
Thus a growing appreciation of the intrinsic properties of gold
led to a perfectly understandable long-period change on the
demand side; while on the side of supply the variations in
the output in the two metals caused short-period fluctuations
in the market ratio which seriously disturbed both the minting
authorities and the traders. The former, of course, since they
seldom co-operated in their policies, were partly to blame for
the confusion, and the latter, or the more understanding of
them, were able to make personal profits in arbitrage move-
ments when metallic values fluctuated, without much benefit-
ing as a class. The dismaying properties of an ill-managed
bimetallic system, in fact, gave monetary theorists as much to
ponder over in the course of three centuries as all the other
aspects of currency behaviour put together.

(c) What the European governments attempted by way of
remedy will have to be described. At the moment we need only
observe that the generally adopted specific operated to lower
the value in exchange of the monetary units almost precisely in
the way that the American mines were cheapening them, namely,
by increasing the supply.

The discovery of the New World was not immediately
followed by a startling flood of gold and silver across the newly
traversed ocean. Until the thirties of the sixteenth century the
quantities shipped over were made up for the most part of
consignments of the ransoms and captured hoards from the
Caribbean islands and Central America. They were, naturally,
large shipments, judged by the standards of the age, and,